
Sweet Dreams

Joseph, Mary’s husband, since he was a righteous man, yet unwilling to expose her to shame,
decided to divorce her quietly. Such was his intention when, behold, the angel of the Lord
appeared to him in a dream and said, "Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary your
wife into your home.For it is through the Holy Spirit that this child has been conceived in
her….When Joseph awoke, he did as the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took his
wife into his home. (See Matthew 1: 18-24)

I may have had a few prophetic dreams in my life, but I’ve had a few zany ones too.  When I
was 18 years old and about the join the Jesuits, I had an anxiety dream whereby I had to walk
along the top of an immense wall of books that were wobbly and tottering.  And not long ago, I
had a nightmare wherein a little dog had swallowed a tiny bomb in the shape of a pill and
somehow I had to save everyone from the imminent explosion.  I don’t want to know what a
psychologist would make of that!

Like the rest of us, I’ll bet St. Joseph had his own share of crazy nighttime dreams.  But he
seemed to have the wisdom to discern that his dream from the angels was a message from
God.  Like Mary, Joseph seemed to have a gift for what Jesuits call “Discernment of Spirits”—a
gift for recognizing God’s voice among all the other voices in and around them.  What might we
learn from Saint Joseph’s discernment story?

First, we learn that love will sometimes cause us to have restless nights worrying over how to
lovingly handle a difficult and painful situation.  Spiritual writer Ronald Rolheiser once said,
“Nobody will ever remain faithful in a marriage, a vocation, a friendship, a family, a job, or just to
his or her own integrity without sometimes sweating blood in a garden.”  In her famous Christian
song, Blessings, Laura Story sings to Christ, “What if a thousand sleepless nights are what it
takes to know you’re near?”  When love has me up nights worrying and praying, I draw hope
and courage from Saint Joseph who seemed to go to bed deeply troubled about his beloved
Mary and woke up knowing just what to do.

Second, like Mary, the handmaid of the Lord, Joseph was ready to do anything for God and for
love.  No one in Joseph’s day would have blamed him for “divorcing her quietly.”  In fact, they
would have said that it was righteous of him to do so.  Certainly, that would have been the
easier thing to do.  But Joseph chose not the easy thing but the loving thing to do.
Finally, from the angel’s exhortation: “do not be afraid,” we can surmise that Joseph, like the rest
of us, was afraid in this moment of crisis.  In fact, it seems that everybody was afraid in those
Nativity stories. The angels have to dispel the fears of Zechariah (Luke 1:13), the Shepherds
(Luke 2:10), and even Mary, herself (Luke 1:30).  Do love’s demands make you fearful and
hesitant at times?  You’re in good company.  But in your fearful, sleepless nights, you too may
be visited by a joyful angel singing to you in your dreams, saying “Have no fear…It is the Holy
Spirit…Follow the Star.”

Mark E. Thibodeaux, SJ


